More Light in the York Rite: How the Mark Master Degree Demonstrates What We Have Come Here to Do
As membership in Freemasonry has decreased in the United States (Masonic Service Association of North America, n.d.), many Brethren interested in preserving the craft have raised a challenging yet valid question worthy of our contemplation; what is the purpose of the appendant bodies in 2022 and beyond? If we find our west gates emptier at the Blue Lodge level, what do more “exclusive” Masonic groups have to offer? As York Rite Masons, being able to justify our existence and role within the craft can only help us focus our efforts toward recruitment of qualified Brethren but more importantly, assists us in our own self-improvement in Masonry.
What is the answer to this question? If “a Master Mason is a Master Mason,” why do we say that there is more  light to be received in our beautiful institutions? What have we truly come here to do? We must be prepared to make a defense for the hope that is within us, both for our own benefit as well as for the benefit of the craft at large. The answers to these questions are multifaceted and as a student of these mysteries myself, I have no illusions of proposing the only satisfactory response. Instead, I humbly propose that part of the answer can be derived by reflecting on the working tools of our profession.
Readers of this article will no doubt be aware that the candidate within the Blue Lodge is introduced to the square and compasses as working tools. While the ritual provides us with the moral lessons that these instruments inculcate, it is important to remember that with most symbols in Masonry there are significant esoteric implications as well. To begin addressing the larger challenge this article discusses, we would do well to consult our well-informed Brethren for assistance in unpacking some of the deeper interpretations of these symbols. While it may seem strange to confide in the work of the father of the modern Scottish Rite for aid in our efforts, we must remember that if something is true, it is true everywhere. This being the case, Brother Albert Pike (2016) provides a potent starting point for our journey: 
“The Square is a right angle, formed by two right lines. It is adapted only to a plane surface, and belongs only to geometry, earth-measurement, that trigonometry which deals only with planes, and with the earth, which the ancients supposed to be a plane. The Compass describes circles, and deals with spherical trigonometry, the science of the spheres and heavens. The former, therefore, is an emblem of what concerns the earth and the body; the latter of what concerns the heavens and the soul.”
Brother Jaime Paul Lamb (2021) further elucidates that “A square, which we may more properly call a right equilateral quadrangle, symbolizes structure, stability, materiality and the Earth – due to its quadrilateral lines corresponding to the four cardinal directions: east, south, west, and north; the four Empedoclean elements, or states of matter: earth (solid), water (liquid), air (gas) and fire (plasma); as well as the four seasons…” Brother Lamb (2021) continues by noting that the circle (which is constructed with compasses) “represents wholeness, unity, eternity, the Sun, the Heavens and the very notion of God Himself.”
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God the Geometer, anonymous, circa 1220-1230

In short, the square can be said to represent the Earth and its accompanying material endeavors here below while the compasses represent aspects of Divinity, said to dwell in or emanate from above. This cosmological symbolism is aptly illustrated by arguably the most common “logo” utilized by our fraternity, the square and compasses; wherein the compasses are rendered above with the square being rendered below.
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The square and compasses logo as commonly depicted
Esoterically minded Brethren will be quite familiar with the central Hermetic axiom, “that which is above is like to that which is below, and that which is below is like to that which is above” which is further illustrated by the relationship between the square and compasses. Relevant to our work in Commandery, one is reminded of the Lord’s Prayer wherein it is stated “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven” (King James Bible, 1769/2017, Matthew 6:10). The dynamic interaction and resonance between heaven and earth is demonstrated in a concrete manner by the construction of various physical religious temples (Lamb, 2021); wherein there is a square foundation (completed with a square) with a spherical dome (completed with a set of compasses allowing for curvature) constructed above.
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Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, Turkey
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The Agios Georgios Church in Peyeia, Cyprus
What does all this all mean, and how does it inform our mission in the York Rite? Before this can become clear, we must first discuss how our working tools are utilized in the context of the York Rite. The first degree that is conferred in the York Rite in our jurisdiction is that of Mark Master, wherein the keystone plays a significant role. Within the drama of this degree, our candidates fulfill the role of a fellowcraft who is expected to operate within the parameters of that degree; their work being tried by the square. The work of the fellowcraft is challenged by their superiors, who note that their endeavors have resulted in something abnormal for their degree, which is later adopted as the necessary keystone. As many Brethren have observed before me (including the past M.E.G.H.P. of New York; Piers Vaughan), it is especially significant that the keystone can only be constructed with the compasses (Vaughan, 2014); the right angles of the square are unable to produce the curvature that allow for its overall shape as well as the circle within wherein the mark of the candidate is made. As the compasses represent the spiritual and higher things above, the tone has been set for candidates taking their first steps in the York Rite to begin considering the same as they continue in our progressive art.
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The keystone, symbol of the Mark Master degree
Within the Blue Lodge degrees, it is inarguable that there are spiritual allusions and lessons, however in them we are primarily instructed on how to live a virtuous and upright mortal life. It is partially through the practice of virtue that we may die in hope of a blessed immortality, however this is only the foundation or beginning of our journey towards more light. As St. Augustine aptly stated, “Do you wish to rise? Begin by descending. You plan a tower that will pierce the clouds? Lay first the foundation of humility” (BrainyQuote, n.d.). The instruction that we receive in the Blue Lodge is an invaluable and necessary foundation, however, to further prepare for reception into that house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens we are in need of spiritual working tools and contemplation of those things which are above. 
This is in large part what we have come to do in the York Rite; we are to provide good and wholesome instruction encouraging our Companions and Sir Knights to reflect and aspire to those things which are above such as Deity, the heavens, and the soul. By engaging in this instruction, we assist the Master Mason in completing his Great Work. It is not insignificant that the first New Testament reference included in the progression of American Masonic ritual is contained within the Mark Master degree. This is no coincidence, as our forefather Thomas Smith Webb’s influence on Blue Lodge ritual as well as York Rite ritual was intended to produce one coherent system. One could reasonably suggest that the transition from the foundation of the Old Testament to the symbolism of the New Testament is another parallel illustrating this important transition in the Masonic journey.
To paraphrase Brother Albert Pike for our purposes, it is the mission of the York Rite Mason to move beyond the symbolic Earthly and material uses of the square to the higher spiritual ends achieved through using tools such as the compasses. It is only by using the compasses to construct the keystone that the temple can be completed. The York Rite bodies are uniquely poised to accomplish this through our allegories of recovering the lost word. Furthermore, our work culminates with the Order of the Temple wherein the eternal Word or Logos is enshrined which provides an important moment of spiritual convergence for the Christian Mason, however he may understand his faith. 
The Master Mason degree ends on a cliff-hanger; and while we are always to endeavor to seek what was lost yet never fully arriving at a full comprehension of the truth, one can find many “check-points” and stops along the way through the York Rite. We are not the only group of bodies that can assist Master Masons in this work, but the York Rite nonetheless remains an invaluable and esoterically valid approach to receiving our spiritual working tools and continuing our labors. This is what we are here to do: we are to assist our Brethren as well as ourselves in the Great Work of moving beyond the material and earthly to contemplation of the spiritual things that pertain to Deity and that house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.
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